The natural history of carcinoma of the bile duct in patients less than forty-five years of age.
Traditionally regarded as a disease of the elderly, the natural history of carcinoma of the bile duct in young patients has not been well defined. Of 186 patients (mean age of 62 years) treated at UCLA (1954 to 1988) for carcinoma of the bile duct, 26 were less than 45 years old. Younger patients had symptoms for an average of 4.5 +/- 0.8 months prior to diagnosis, as compared with 2.3 +/- 0.2 months for patients more than 45 years old (p less than 0.03). Of the younger patients, 96 per cent were managed surgically with either resection, surgical palliative bypass or laparotomy and tube drainage. Among the younger patients who underwent resections, 92 per cent were alive at one year, as compared with 60 per cent of patients who underwent palliative bypass procedures. Two patients who underwent tumor resections survived four years or longer. We conclude that carcinoma of the bile duct is not limited to the elderly and occurs in a significant number of young patients. In the younger population, carcinoma of the bile duct is characterized by delays in diagnosis. Early suspicion and aggressive management of young patients with obstructive jaundice are essential to ensure the best possible outcome for patients with this disease.